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Panama's Electoral Tribunal declared Mireya Moscoso the winner in the May 2 presidential election.
The election is of historic importance, not only because Moscoso will become Panama's first woman
president when she is sworn in Sept. 1, but also because she will preside over the reversion to
Panama of the Panama Canal and all remaining US military bases on December 31. With almost
all votes counted, Moscoso led runner up Martin Torrijos son of Gen. Omar Torrijos 45% to 38%. In
third place was Alberto Vallarino with 17%.
The governing Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) retained its plurality in the congress,
however. Voter turnout was nearly 77% of registered voters. Though losing the presidency, the
PRD-led Nueva Nacion coalition will control the Legislative Assembly. Unofficial figures showed
the alliance taking 35 of the 71 seats, while Moscoso's Union por Panama coalition won 26 and
Vallarino's Accion Opositora coalition took 10.
In the Panama City mayoral race, PRD candidate Juan Carlos Navarro defeated incumbent Mayin
Correa, who was simultaneously running as the vice-presidential candidate with Vallarino's
coalition. Moscoso, 52, is the leader of the Partido Arnulfista (PA), named after her husband, the late
Arnulfo Arias three times elected president and three times deposed by a military coup. The last
time, he was overthrown by Gen. Torrijos in 1968. At the time of the ouster, Moscoso was secretary
of the government's health insurance agency and went into exile in Miami.
Moscoso ran a close second behind Ernesto Perez Balladares of the PRD in the 1994 presidential
election. Candidates did not differ on major issues Moscoso's Union por Panama is a mix of the
populist PA and three conservative, pro-business parties: the Cambio Democratico (CD), which
had earlier supported Perez Balladares' failed re-election bid, the Movimiento Liberal Republicano
Nacionalista (MOLIRENA), and the Movimiento de Renovacion Nacional (MORENA) Moscoso
campaigned promising an alternative to unpopular PRD policies and picturing Torrijos as more of
the same, or "continuismo."
Her slogan was "Mireya is change," but her program was short on alternatives. She called for
moderation against extremes that Torrijos was not advocating. "We distance ourselves from the
extreme positions and proposals of neoliberals and individualists, and we embrace the principles
of solidarity, equity, and social justice without falling into the extremes of outdated socialism and
totalitarianism," she said during the campaign. Her main targets were the privatization of public
services and the drastic lowering of customs duties during Perez Balladares' term.
Moscoso promised not to meddle with the privatization of electric and telephone services and said
she would consider raising tariffs. She also said she would consider changing Perez Balladares'
nominees to the Supreme Court and the Autoridad del Canal de Panama (ACP).
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Moscoso began the race 20 or more percentage points behind Torrijos in the polls. Her chances were
not helped when Vallarino bolted the PA after failing to get the party's nomination. But two opinion
polls in late April showed a dramatic shift in voter preference as Moscoso moved two percentage
points ahead of Torrijos. Torrijos, 35, was the PRD's ideal candidate to replace Perez Balladares,
whose re-election bid was crushed when voters turned down the necessary constitutional reform in
a referendum last August (see NotiCen, 1998-09-03). His resume includes a degree from Texas A&M
University, a stint as purchasing manager in a McDonald's restaurant in Chicago, and, since 1992,
the post of vice minister of government and justice in the Perez Balladares administration but had
never been elected to political office.
Torrijos distanced himself enough from the president so that the election was not a clear
referendum on Perez Balladares. Nevertheless, some analysts suggested voters were tired of
the president's gruff, combative style and his nepotism. Some voters told pollsters they were
tired of the PRD's long run, which, with a five-year hiatus, has lasted with and without military
strongmen since 1968. After Vallarino, a 48-year-old banker, bolted the PA, he ran with support from
a hastily assembled two-party coalition. Polls indicated that many voters viewed him as too rich
and privileged to make reforms in the current neoliberal program, despite his detailed promises of
economic and social reforms aimed to attract the middle and lower economic classes.
Compared with the vague statements by Moscoso and Torrijos, many of Vallarino's promises
were very specific. They included a 15% increase in the minimum wage, a jobs-creation program,
and elimination of income taxes for low-wage earners. The chief issue in the campaign was the
economy, but political analysts found few important differences in the economic messages of the
two leading candidates in part because neither promised very much. All three promised changes in
the president's privatization program, which has been heatedly opposed by organized labor.
Since Moscoso promised no frontal assault on neoliberal policies, organized labor expects little
change in the economy during her presidency. During the May Day parades, secretary general of
the Central General de Trabajadores de Panama (CGTP) Mariano Mena told Notimex news agency,
"We are going to have more of the same because none of the three presidential candidates has
confronted the neoliberal model."
Official figures show the economy grew by 4.7% in 1997 and 3.9% last year. Independent economists
predicted growth would slow this year to 3%, whereas a minimum growth rate of 6% is needed to
significantly reduce unemployment. In five years, Perez Balladares has reduced unemployment just
one percentage point to 13.1% of the economically active population (EAP). By all accounts, the new
president's greatest challenge will be managing the canal and military bases that revert to Panama
in December. Perez Balladares has received much criticism for packing the ACP with relatives
and permitting government officials to grab up houses on the former Albrook Air Force Base that
were supposed to be sold at public auction (see NotiCen, 1998-08-27). Critics of the administration
charged that the PRD and its allies would turn the canal revenues and the million of dollars worth
of decommissioned bases into a vast party slush fund. By general agreement, however, there was no
serious debate on the canal issue during the campaign.
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What the voters learned from all three candidates in relation to the canal and the US is that none
would renegotiate a return of the US military or permit corruption to interfere with the economic
development of the reverted properties. Moscoso promised to consider joint Panama-US antinarcotic patrols and to accept US help in protecting the southern border against incursions by
Colombian armed bands. Movimiento Papa Egoro faces extinction
The biggest casualty of the campaign was the Movimiento Papa Egoro (MPE), which came in
third in the 1994 presidential race and all but disappeared this year. The party's founder and 1994
presidential candidate, entertainer Ruben Blades, announced in January that he would not run and
threw his support to Torrijos. When asked in April about the PRD's past association with military
strongmen, Blades said this was not the time for rancor. "We are talking about a reality," he said,
referring to Torrijos' solid vote-getting potential as shown by the early polls. Wracked by internal
disputes (see NotiCen, 1998-09- 24), the MPE now faces extinction because it did not win enough
votes to remain a registered party.
The electoral law requires that a party win at least 5% of the popular vote to retain registered status.
Blades received an impressive 17.1% of the 1994 vote and the party took six of the 71 seats in the
Legislative Assembly. At a joint press conference with Torrijos, Blades denied his support for the
Nueva Nacion was opportunistic. If that were the case, "I would be one of its vice presidential
candidates," he said.
Charges of election fraud were few, though in Veraguas province, opposition parties said public
officials took part in PRD rallies and meetings in support of Torrijos and local candidates on the PRD
ticket. Veraguas Vice Governor Porfirio Guevara said it was impossible to verify the charges because
if he had attended political meetings to check up on them, his presence would have been a violation.
One curiosity of the campaign was the promise by Vallarino's first vice-presidential running
mate Mayin Correa that she would drop all 16,000 slander lawsuits she had brought against her
tormentors while serving as mayor of Panama City. Another was the mysterious disappearance
of newspapers carrying the first poll results showing that Moscoso had forged ahead of Torrijos.
(Sources: Associated Press, 04/29/99, 05/02/99; El Panama America, 03/04/99, 03/05/99, 04/03/99,
04/10/99, 04/21/99, 04/30/99, 05/03/99, 05/03/99; Notimex, 04/09/99, 04/13/99, 04/18/99, 04/21/99,
04/26/99, 05/01/99, 05/03/99; Spanish News Service EFE, 05/02/99, 05/03/99)
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